Moving on…
More Voters are Steering away from Party Labels (as published in the Washington Post Outlook section on June 27, 2004) Meet a friend of mine. He is a successful lawyer who lives in the suburbs of Philadelphia, has two grown children, and has been a registered Republican for almost his entire adult life.
That is, until now. Increasingly disenchanted with the GOP, but no fan of the Democrats, he is thinking about re-registering as an independent when he completes a move to a new suburban home and has to change his place of voting.
My friend has plenty of company. In this starkly partisan era of Red and Blue America, we may need a third color to describe those who formally call themselves neither Democrat nor Republican. When it comes to registering voters, the two major parties can only look in envy-and dismay-at the swelling ranks of unaffiliated voters.
Since the waning years of the Reagan administration, or basically since the last periodical cicada mating cycle, the number of "other" voters has proliferated. Since 1987, the Democratic share in the 27 states that have registered voters by party throughout this period has plummeted 8 percentage points, from 51 to 43 percent. The Republican share has stayed steady at 33 percent. But the proportion of voters who have not identified themselves with either of the major parties has jumped 8 percentage points, from 16 to 24 percent.
What's impressive about these numbers (at least in the view of political analysts such as me) isn't the phenomenon itself, but its staying power. Myriad polls over the past two decades have shown that voters, when asked to identify themselves politically, divide about one-third Democratic, onethird Republican and one-third independent. But in terms of registration, most have opted for one major party or the other-perhaps because, in some states, that was the only way they could vote in a party primary. Only recently have registration figures begun to reflect the poll numbers.
What's so significant about the rise of the unaffiliated? Well, it's one thing to tell a pollster that you consider yourself "independent." No particular consequence arises from that self-identification. But to register as unaffiliated is a stronger statement of preference (or lack of one). Political parties talk about the "base," and how to energize it. These numbers suggest that the base is eroding, or at least is harder to identify and rely on.
If that's true, we can expect to see a change in how the major parties conduct their campaigns, particularly in states such as Florida, where the number of registered "others" has quadrupled since 1987 and now comprises 20 percent (1.8 million voters) of the state's electorate. Political strategists from both parties are hard at work trying to figure out the best way to appeal to these voters-and whether unaffiliated means unhappy (a pox on both your houses) or merely unwilling to be labeled.
It is not easy to get a handle on the unaffiliated movement. The states each have their own registration procedures, and many (including Virginia) do not ask voters to indicate a party preference. Registration data isn't published in any sort of regular way or at any uniform time; figures for this article were compiled by contacting state election offices or culling the data from state Web sites.
Democrats Republicans Others
Viewed in actual numbers, the total of "other" voters in these 27 states has doubled since 1987, from more than 10 million then to more than 21 million now. (The Democratic ranks have grown by 4.8 million; the Republicans by slightly more than 8 million.) Some of these unaffiliated voters registered with a third party-such as the Greens or Libertarians. But by and large, when one is talking about "other" voters, one is referring to independents-aka Unaffiliated, Declined to State, or whatever their nom de plume might be in the states that offer party registration. (For the record, at least two of the remaining 23 states, Utah and Rhode Island, are phasing in party registration. In the others, there is no registration by party or, in the case of North Dakota, no registration at all.) Understanding the unaffiliated will keep political scientists plenty busy for a long time to come, but we already know they make up a disparate group. Some are one-time Democrats or Republicans, disgruntled with their former party. Some are new voters, not ready to commit to any party or disdainful of people who put a label on their politics. Many are "raging moderates," comfortable with the comparative calm of the political middle. And for some, independent status is simply a matter of a particular state's registration rules.
Nationwide Party Registration Trends Since 1987
In New Jersey, for instance, new voters are automatically enrolled as unaffiliated unless they fill out a separate form requesting identification with a particular party. Thus, 56 percent of registered voters are listed in the unaffiliated category, but that's almost certainly not an accurate reflection of their leanings. (New Jersey election officials plan to revise their registration form to make it easier for voters to register with a party.)
Meanwhile, in Alaska, 60 percent of voters are registered outside the two major parties. But the figure is deceptive. They can designate themselves as undeclared -which in Alaska means they can belong to a party, but do not wish to declare which one. And in Massachusetts and New Hampshire, where the proportion of independents is also high, unaffiliated voters are allowed to participate in either the Democratic or Republican primaries, a freedom of movement that voters registered with one of the major parties do not have.
Despite these quirks, however, the trend line is unmistakable, with the registration figures since the last presidential election being particularly telling. Over the last four years, as election officials have purged their rolls of inactive voters, the Democratic total in the party-registration states has fallen by 1.3 million. The Republicans are down far less, only 170,000 in those states. But the "other" category remains a growth stock, adding more than 600,000 voters to their ranks since George W. Bush and Al Gore did battle.
In short, both parties will have to work hard in the months ahead to get their base back to where it was on the eve of the 2000 election while dealing with an electorate that is becoming more and more independent in its registration habits.
The ranks of the unaffiliated voter have grown as the country has become more mobile, more suburban and less attached to political parties. Will this movement grow large enough to disrupt the seesaw nature of American politics over the past 100 years?
Through the first half of the 20th century, national politics was dominated first by the Republicans, then-after the onset of the Depression-by the Democrats. One party or the other tended to monopolize power as straight-ticket voting was the norm.
After World War II, the country and its politics began to change as a large number of voters relocated from small towns and central cities to new, politically rootless suburbs. Independents emerged as a visible factor, helping trigger a new era of split-ticket voting and divided government. Republicans won the presidency more often than Democrats; Democrats held a nearly unbroken grip on both houses of Congress.
Over the last dozen years, the continued growth in independent voters has helped launch a whole new period in American politics, the basic dynamic of which can be summed up in three wordsexpect the unexpected.
In the 1990s, a Democrat won two terms in the White House for the first time in 50 years. and third-party presidential candidates-of only occasional significance for most of the 20th century-have regularly tallied millions of votes. And the 2000 election culminated with an historical rarity, an electoral college "misfire." For the first time in more than a century, one candidate won the electoral vote and another candidate took the popular vote.
For the immediate future, the registration trends point to more of the same-an increasingly untethered electorate that gives party strategists more to worry about than marshaling their base vote.
In terms of registration, the Democrats are on a downward slide, living off the fumes of the New Deal era when they were the nation's majority party. Now, at best, they are the plurality party. Yet the Republicans have not been able to rush into the vacuum. Since the last cicada outbreak, their share of voters in the party-registration states has remained stuck at one-third. Republicans hold a registration advantage in just seven small or mid-sized states (compared to the Democrats' edge in 13, including several of the most populous -such as California, New York, Florida and Pennsylvania). All of the "GOP seven" are located west of the Mississippi River; Arizona, with 10 electoral votes, is the largest.
Meanwhile, the trend among voters unaffiliated with either party offers a mirror image of the Democrats. Since 1987, the proportion of registered voters who call themselves independents has grown in every region and every party-registration state but two (Colorado and Kansas). Currently, unaffiliated voters are a plurality in a quartet in New England (Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts and New Hampshire), plus New Jersey, Iowa and Alaska. In this year's presidential election, Iowa, Maine and New Hampshire are already considered battleground states.
What might a continued rise in independent voters portend for American politics beyond 2004?
One appealing thought is that it might bring increased comity to an electoral process that badly needs it. At least that is what seems to have happened in states such as Maine and Colorado, where the registered electorate has been closely divided for years among Democrats, Republicans and independents.
Candidates in both states employ slash-and-burn tactics at their peril. Rip-roaring partisanship and negative campaigning may be commonplace in much of the country. But in Maine and Colorado, the surest route to victory is to tone down the partisanship and smooth the ideological edges in order to appeal to the broad mass of independents.
Voters in Colorado have quite literally shown that they vote the person rather than the party, electing Ben Nighthorse Campbell to the Senate in 1992 as a Democrat, then electing him to a second term as a Republican. Meanwhile, Maine has elected two independent governors in the last 30 years, one of them for two terms; Olympia J. Snowe, the state's senior senator, is considered one of the most independent-minded Republicans in Congress.
There is little doubt that the rise of the unaffiliated has had a moderating influence on who gets elected in both states. 
Nationwide Democratic and Republican Presidential Primary Results

(through June 8, 2004)
The presidential primaries ended with a whimper June 8, fully three months after John Kerry's last major rival for the Democratic nomination had quit the race. Candidates listed below with a white background were still active at the end of the primary season. Those that appear with a gray background had quit the race earlier.
The next issue of the newsletter in August will include a more comprehensive wrap up of the 2004 presidential nominating process. As for now, here is the aggregate vote for the 2004 presidential primaries based on official returns from all primaries held through March, with the exception of the Democratic contests in Ohio and New Mexico. Unofficial returns are used for those two presidential primaries as well as those held by both parties since March, with the exception of the contests in Idaho, Nebraska, Oregon and South Dakota, where the results are official. An asterisk (*) indicates that the primary was conducted by the party, not the state, and tended to use fewer polling places. 
DEMOCRATS
Special House Elections 2003-2004
For Democrat Stephanie Herseth, the outcome was better the second time around. After losing a race for South Dakota's at-large House seat in 2002 to former Republican Gov. Bill Janklow, Herseth won a special election June 1 to fill the vacancy created by Janklow's resignation in the wake of a vehicular manslaughter conviction. Yet in spite of high name recognition from her earlier race as well as a prominent political pedigree -she is the granddaughter of a former South Dakota governor -Herseth won by barely 3,000 votes out of more than 260,000 cast. She faces a rematch this fall with her Republican rival in the special election, Larry Diedrich.
The results below are based on official returns except for the special election in Kentucky, which reflect nearly complete but unofficial returns. The two earlier special House elections to fill vacancies in the 108th Congress were not traditional Democratic vs. Republican contests. In Hawaii, all candidates ran together on a single ballot, while the results from Texas reflect the results of a runoff that featured two Republicans. In both cases, only the vote share for the winning candidate is given. The 2000 presidential plurality in the Texas district is based on its configuration at the time of the spring 2003 special election. T he Democrats have picked up two House seats in special elections since February, marking the first time in a decade that one party has gained a pair this way in a single year.
District
The last time it happened was in 1994, and then Republicans followed their special election successes that spring in Kentucky and Oklahoma with an unexpected takeover of Congress that fall.
The GOP gains in November 1994 were huge -a net gain of 52 seats in the House and eight in the Senate. No one is predicting a similar Democratic tsunami this year. But the party's recent victories in districts in Kentucky and South Dakota that voted decisively in 2000 for George W. Bush has encouraged party officials to think that they might actually have a chance of winning back Congress this fall.
To be sure, Republicans in 1994 enjoyed several advantages that the Democrats do not have this time. For one, they had plenty of targets in the House, where there were scores of districts that had been voting Republican for president but electing a Democrat to Congress. Many of these districts came open in 1994.
And in a number of Southern states, lines had been significantly redrawn in the early 1990s to create new black-majority districts. The result was the virtual demise of a whole generation of Southern white Democratic incumbents, as the minority share of the vote in their districts was substantially reduced to a level that no longer guaranteed their election.
Meanwhile, Democratic congressional candidates had no place to hide in 1994. Their party controlled both ends of Pennsylvania Avenue, with a new president (Bill Clinton) pushing a controversial agenda, headlined by a complex overhaul of the nation's health care system.
Halfway Through the Primaries: 2004 Senate and Gubernatorial Nominations at a Glance
By the end of June, half the states had settled their congressional or gubernatorial nominations. Dashes in the Senate or gubernatorial columns indicate there is no race for that particular office this year. Incumbents are listed in capital letters and denoted with an asterisk (*). A pound sign (#) indicates that the Democratic Senate entry in Idaho is a write-in candidate who will not be listed on the November ballot. The Republican Senate nominee in Illinois, Jack Ryan, announced June 25 that he was quitting the race, and the state party will be naming a replacement. Rep. Jim DeMint, the GOP Senate nominee in South Carolina, was the winner of a runoff June 22. In terms of having total responsibility for an often chaotic situation, the Republicans actually are in a similar position this year. But Democrats do not have the wide array of congressional targets that Republicans had in 1994. And they must play strong defense in their weakest region, the South, if they are to have any chance of gaining ground nationally.
State
It will not be easy. In Texas, Republican-orchestrated redistricting after the 2002 elections has put several Democratic House seats at risk, meaning that the party could come out of the South on election night further behind than they are now. And any deficit will be difficult to make up, partic-
The Remaining 2004 Congressional and Gubernatorial Primary Calendar
The presidential primary season may be over, but the congressional primaries are in full swing, with half the states left to vote. Yet there are open Republican seats in Colorado, Oklahoma and Illinois, with Democrats clearly ahead in the latter. Illinois Democrats not only nominated a strong candidate, state Sen. Barack Obama, but the candidacy of his Republican rival, Jack Ryan, imploded over charges by his former wife in unsealed divorce papers that he had forced her to accompany him on jaunts to various sex clubs. Under pressure from a number of Illinois Republican leaders, Ryan quit the race in late June. State GOP officials are expected to fill the vacancy next month.
Republicans also have at least two visibly vulnerable senators up for election this year -four-term incumbent Arlen Specter of Pennsylvania and Lisa Murkowski of Alaska. She was appointed to the Senate in late 2002 by her father, Frank Murkowski, the current governor who previously held the seat. Charges of nepotism have swirled around her ever since, and she must survive an August primary to get to the general election, where former Democratic Gov. Tony Knowles likely awaits.
As for Specter, he won his primary in April, but not impressively. In spite of a large fund-raising lead over his more conservative GOP rival, Rep. Pat Toomey, and the vigorous support of President Bush and Pennsylvania's conservative junior senator, Rick Santorum, Specter won by a margin of barely 1 percentage point. He now faces Democratic Rep. Joe Hoeffel, who, like Specter, is from the vote-rich Philadelphia area.
In the end, control of the Senate will be strongly influenced by the presidential vote, possibly in terms of the coattails they could provide, certainly in terms of the electoral outcome. Since the vice president casts the tie-breaking vote in Congress' upper chamber, the winning party needs only 50 votes for control, the losing party needs 51 -the difference of a single seat that could prove a bonanza for whichever party wins the White House.
